Increased numbers of plasma cells containing IgE have been described in the tonsils of atopic patients' 2 and in the jejunal mucosa of patients with food allergy.3 This is not surprising since both diseases are type I IgE mediated allergic disorders. Increased numbers of IgE containing cells have also been found in the rectal mucosa of patients with a distinct type of proctitis which responds to treatment with disodium cromoglycate.4 These findings strongly suggest a relation between the presence of high numbers of IgE containing cells in mucosal biopsies and IgE mediated allergic immune responses.
In the upper gastrointestinal tract increased numbers of IgE containing cells have been found in gastric biopsies of patients with varioliform gastritis,5 an endoscopically distinct type of gastritis. Some of these patients had raised serum IgE concentrations and those treated with disodium cromoglycate showed a favourable response; an allergic IgE mediated immune mechanism was therefore suggested.
Others, however, have not confirmed this.6 In addition, increased numbers of IgE '-3 Since increased numbers of IgE containing cells were found in biopsies of patients with a wide variety of inflammatory disorders of the upper gastrointestinal tract, it is highly unlikely that atopy or type I allergy plays a primary aetiological role. It is, however, possible that chronic inflammation of the gastrointestinal mucosa with subsequent loss of integrity of the functional mucosal barrier leads to increased antigen exposure to the immune system. This may lead to secondary allergic reactions, presumably to food constituents, mediated by IgE in some patients. There is other evidence that allergy to food constituents may complicate gastrointestinal disease. In children, food allergy occurs more frequently than in adults and is often preceded by gastroenteritis. '6 In patients with gastrointestinal disease such as ulcerative colitis and coeliac disease high concentrations of specific IgE antibodies to food allergens have repeatedly been shown. '7 These findings support the hypothesis that allergy to food constituents may complicate damage to the gastrointestinal mucosa.
In this study the increased numbers of plasma cells containing IgE (that is, two or more plasma cells containing IgE per high power field x 250) in gastric and duodenal biopsies were not correlated with a specific clinical, endoscopical, and histological van Spreeuwel, Lindeman, van Maanen, Meyer picture. It is suggested that the increase of plasma cells containing IgE is a secondary reaction of the already damaged gastroduodenal mucosa to food constituents.
